In this chapter, you will go through the process of selecting a theme or topic, and working it up into a focused manageable and research question. In essence, the issue at hand is how to formulate research problems as lines of inquiry which are possible to research.
We begin by considering ways of generating possible research topics using mind maps and brainstorming, as well as thinking about some of the usual ways in which you might find a dissertation topic. You are then asked to consider the difference between a theme and a research question, and to work more on turning a research topic into a research question. This is followed by a tips list of common pitfalls in defining a question. 
Generating Research Questions: Finding a Theme
There are a number of ways in which you might go about finding a research topic. You could take the opportunity to follow up on an aspect of your course which you have found particularly interesting or intriguing. This might be something that they have already studied in some depth, so it is important to ensure that the work you do for the dissertation builds on this rather than repeats it. However, you may find inspiration from things that are of the moment, for example, burning issues of the day, or new research finding or popular frameworks of beliefs and assumptions which are in circulation which prompt you to inquire further. Alternatively there may be historical events that you would like to explore further. In any event, a starting point is to brainstorm for initial ideas. In the first task (Task 3.1), you are invited to generate a few ideas under every heading.
Good brainstorming is where you:
• Keep coming up with ideas for as long as you can
• As soon as you dry up on one point, move on to the next, and then return later
• Don't evaluate your own or others' ideas: keep moving not thinking
• Write down everything which is suggested, however crazy or irrelevent approaches to problems by policy makers and other actors; the behaviour of individuals, collectives, agencies, partners; media; a particular train of events or process for example, an election; environmental change; conflict; economic change. 9) Your tutor's individual research subjects: you may find inspiration from your academic tutor in terms of specific research areas that they pursue. Be careful that you don't ask them to choose the area or question for you -while this may seem a tempting and tidy solution to a rather tricky problem, you will find it quite difficult to map your thinking on to someone else's conceptualisation of the problem, however interesting you find it.Work with your tutor to develop your own thinking and choice of area.
Cyber Inspiration
Online sources are the bane and joy of social scientists, young and old.
There is a dizzy array of materials now available online. Be inspired by the rich array of data stored in cyberspace. Well-funded and professionally maintained sites are a rich source of great ideas for your project and in due course can also be used as a source in their own right for certain kinds of data. Table 3 .1 contains just a snapshot of a few on-line sources: there are many more in Appendix 1, many of which appear later in the book; see for example Chapters 8 and 9, pertaining to collecting quantitative and qualitative data and the variety of secondary sources. But don't be limited by this, think laterally and go your own way. 
Developing Your Theme into a Research Question
Generally, start with a broad theme, from which topic areas can be generated. A mind map can be drawn up identifying some possible topics, as for example in Figure 3 .1. From this mind map, a number of topic areas can be derived from the broad theme of 'housing needs for key workers':
• The need for affordable housing within walking distance of the hospital
• The need for affordable and available public transport within a three-mile radius of the school
• The way there is plenty of housing but not the right kind
• Seasonal demand for key workers creates temporary housing needs In order to refine your mind map, you can group different areas of the map, for example, by using different colour pens and colour coding the themes. You might also want to use images, and other kinds of words, for example, a few headline statistics which seem to you to be especially noteworthy. You will probably fruitfully make a few attempts at creating a mind map, so don't rest on just the first one which you come up with. In these topics, we can see a number of possible question areas brewing:
• How is housing allocated to key workers, if at all?
• How important is the co-operation of public transport providers and what mechanisms are in place/could be developed?
• How do you persuade key workers to take temporary jobs and temporary accommodation? How does the provision of short-term accommodation affect social cohesion in the neighbourhood?
• Should key workers get the right kind of housing when other citizens do not?
• Who or what is responsible for addressing the problems of housing and key workers?
• How should housing be allocated? However, while these begin to look like promising question areas, none of these are really research questions. Some lend themselves to a close description of process or procedures -but they lack critical engagement and are rather large and unwieldy. Others lend themselves to value judgements with no evidential base. Some initial questions might be relatively easy to answer by simply looking up the right source; for example, in this case, looking at statutory duties, policy documentation and undertakings made by organisations as employers, seeking to recruit staff, all gives valuable information as to the prevailing attitudes, norms, and obligations taken up by organisations. A dissertation question needs to explore a specific question which cannot be readily addressed by reference to material which is already in the public domain and which can simply be represented. You may also find that you are exploring an area which has already been researched, possibly recently and in depth. In order to finally decide on a research question, some initial reading around and exploration of websites is essential.
In refining research questions think carefully about what it is about the theme and topic which really interests you. Is it an ethical issue about how values are defined and enshrined in allocation mechanisms in the context of scarce resources? Or is it about really making a difference at the level of policy in practice, for example, how partnerships between local housing suppliers and employers can be negotiated to provide subsidies to the end user?
In any event, further steps are needed to refine the theme into a topic, and from the topic into a question. In order to do this, a second set of maps could be produced. The one in Figure 3 .2 shows some of the main decision points which arise in narrowing down the topic into a question. Scoping the sample population is not only a methodological issue, in terms of helping you to work out how you will go about the empirical study, it can be helpful to think about this early on, since it helps to narrow down the area further. In this example of the key workers, rather than attempting to research all key workers everywhere, some selections can be made.
The Great Transformation:Turning Topics into Research Questions
From this, you can begin to refine the question area further. In this example, exploring the housing problems of key workers could be tackled in different ways, for example by demand or supply:
• I am going to explore the needs of junior house doctors who move to Kensington and Chelsea to take up their job and find that they need affordable housing within ten minutes' walk of the main building in which they work, but who cannot access it at this stage in their career, since they are based in one of the most expensive housing areas in the UK
• I am going to establish the allocation mechanism for hospital flats, looking for issues connected to processes. For example, positive bias (towards the newly appointed member of staff with relocation needs) and negative bias (such as, race bias in the allocation procedure), and make recommendations for its improvement
By thinking ahead a little to how you might tackle the area, you might be able to further tighten up your research question.
Some Common Pitfalls

1) Too big!
One of the most common pitfalls, with the biggest negative consequences, is to define the research question in ways that are too big.
'Too big' means:
• Too broad -the scope of the project is so wide that in fact there is more than one project here. Limit your research question to one main concept or a couple of key variables. Don't set out to find out everything there is to know • Too ambitious -while this can be linked to its breadth, too ambitious can also arise given the contexts of the research. This book is for students taking undergraduate degrees, who now need to do their dissertation. Students doing undergraduate degrees face a number of constraints, not least the amount of time they have available; the quality of time available; the money available to pay for any expenses; competing 
2) Too vague!
'Too vague' means:
• The research proposed is presented as a topic or theme. Perhaps some work has been done in order to move it towards a research problem. But the next vital step is to shape a research question: this is a focused, researchable version of the research problem formulation
Ways of dealing with vagueness lie in getting more focused by formulating the problem as a line of inquiry. Tell-tale signs of research questions and titles which are insufficiently focused include the lack of specification of any particular setting, population, area, time frame, body of theory, concepts, variables, phenomena, or in summary, it is hard to tell what the research will actually look at from the phrasing of the question or title. Such vagueness will cloud your judgement when making critical decisions such as those about methodology, and conducting a literature search.
Remember:
Original research and fresh thinking can come from apparently 'small' questions.
3) The proposed research project will tell us nothing new and is overly descriptive
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Good questions are: Source: Punch (2005: 46) • This pitfall arises where the student limits themselves to describing previous research which has already been done by others
Bringing together research carried out by others is an essential step in your production process, but the dissertation needs to go beyond this. A common but avoidable error is to produce a description of previous work, rather than a critical discussion which goes beyond the work of others. Thus there is the lack of any original element. Under these circumstances, the final dissertation handed in does not meet the mark. Rather, the student has produced an extended essay, albeit in much greater depth and with greater understanding than other coursework which they have previously done. In summary, do not be discouraged from reaching for the stars: just make sure you have enough rocket fuel to get you there -and that you have done the necessary reading and learning, are being realistic about the time and energy you have to bring to the project, and are prepared to take the advice of the supervisor back at base. It is too big
It is too vague
It tells us nothing new and is overly descriptive
• Be adventurous -but listen to advice and take time to shape the question Further Reading
